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MISSIONARIES TO THE WILDERNESS: A HISTORY OF LAND,
IDENTITY, AND MORAL GEOGRAPHY IN APPALACHIA
By Jill Fraley
This article revisits the relationship between missionaries 
and Appalachian stereotypes, bringing to the discussion new 
developments in geographical theory and the intellectual 
history of ideas of wilderness. The article argues that missionary 
activities during the early twentieth century are best understood 
through their beliefs about wilderness and particularly about 
the moral climate of man within it. In this way the missionaries 
also contributed to the process of intermingling ideas about the 
land and the people and thereby contributed to the formation 
of a quasi-ethnic regional identity in the American public 
consciousness—and also substantially changed Appalachia by 
applying a set of hierarchical land values that stemmed from 
ideas about wilderness.
Introduction
demonstrate how economic motivations were buttressed by a particular 
intellectual inheritance with respect to wilderness.
wilderness and the moral state of humans when they found themselves 
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place for heathenism and superstitious rites—to be inhabited of men nearer 
there is reason to believe these philosophies were of elevated importance 
have only recently come to appreciate the power of symbolic and mythical 
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representation
Missions to Appalachia
Missionaries to Appalachia may have held many uninformed 
overly emotional.
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missionaries were convinced that “mountain children would be saved only 
Appalachia and mainstream America.
Nature and Wilderness in Cultural History
wilderness has been constructed as a place absent of humans (Cronon 
system entailed the removal of native populations to create the wilderness 
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Nature and Wilderness in Land Claiming
demonstrates that colonists themselves favored the physical improvement 
of settlement with “incantations of loyalty to state emblems and to the 
vis-à-
vis
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Nature and Wilderness in the Christian Tradition
to America lamented that what they found was wilderness more than 
in reputable newspapers such as the New York Times
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and the best use of their lands.
Moral Geography and the Wilderness Idea
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and delivered lectures on supposed reasons for character difference 
wishes he were sure how much difference is due directly to the mountains 
caused by
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was reasonable for the public to draw conclusions about character based 
on human character and moral values.
without any evidence that such a road system would have automatic 
Missionaries and the Best Use of Land in Appalachia
that had to be transformed to be a safe home for the colonists. Settlers 
land as a wilderness that could be turned into 
where the best land is that which is harnessed for the direct support of 
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an inroad into the wilderness.
Missionary notions of a wilderness Appalachia also parallel the 
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land and ideas about wilderness as wasted land.
Conclusion
that would continue in Appalachia decades later. Scholars have since 
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